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Mozart and His Rivals: Opera in Vienna 
By John Platoff 
In 1991, two-hundred years after his death, Mozart is commonly recog-
nized as one of the greatest composers in the history of music; he is a 
figure of unquestioned stature who dominates our view of the landscape-
of eighteenth-century music and, in particular, eighteenth-century opera. 
But the historical evidence makes clear that Mozart's own contemporaries 
saw him quite differently. In his own time, Mozart was not the single, 
preeminent musical figure often imagined today, but instead just one of a 
number of young composers striving for success in the highly competitive 
musical world of Josephine Vienna. Thus, our modern portrait of him as 
an extraordinary and singular genius was, for the most part, not shared by 
his contemporaries. 
In Mozart's lifetime much more than today, the most important and 
respected musical genre was opera, and this was as true in Vienna as in 
other major European cities. There were no full-time professional orches-
tras, standing chamber-music/groups, or regular concert series, and in fact 
for most of the year there were no public concerts in Vienna at all, at least 
not in the modern understanding of the term. 1 Though concerts were 
given in private salons and ballrooms-some of them quite large--{)peras 
and spoken plays held the stages of the court theaters for nearly the entire 
year. It was only during Lent, when operatic performances were consid-
ered to be inappropriate, that the theaters were available for musicians 
wishing to give concerts for their own benefit. In his early years in Vienna 
Mozart gave a number of such concerts, for which he wrote many of his 
finest piano concertos. He also performed in the concerts of many other 
musicians, and became widely known to and valued by Viennese audi-
ences-but primarily as a keyboard virtuoso and secondarily as an instru-, 
mental composer. By no means did this acclaim transfer to the realm of 
operatic composition. 
When Mozart settled in Vienna in 1781 the operas he heard at the 
principal court theater, the Burgtheater, were in German; three years 
earlier, in 1778, Joseph II had founded a National Singspiel company in 
the hopes of creating a true German opera to match the better-established 
tradition of German spoken drama. But Joseph's experiment ran into.a 
number of problems, chief among them a lack of good-quality operas to 
perform. Some of the operas were newly commissioned from composers 
such as Ignaz Umlauf, Josef Barta, Maximilian Ulbrich, and a host of lesser 
figures. Antonio Salieri, though an Italian, was also prevailed upon to 
write a work, Die Rauchfangkehrer ("The Chimney-Sweep," 1781). The vast 
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majority of the Singspiel's repertory, however, was drawn from foreign 
imports that were performed in German translation, including French 
operas-comiques by Gluck and as well as Italian opere buffe by 
Pietro Guglielmi, Pasquale Anfossi, and other composers. The newly ar-
rived Mozart wrote Die Entfiihrung aus dem Serail (1782) for the company, 
and it became one of the most successful and popular works in the Ger-
man repertory. It also, incidentally, carried Mozart's name throughout 
German-speaking Europe; even up to the time of Mozart's death in 1791 it 
remained his best-known operatic work in northern Europe.2 
But notwithstanding the reception given Die Entfiihrung, German opera 
increasingly failed to attract Viennese audiences. As a result,Joseph aban-
doned the project in 1783 and ordered that an Italian opera company be 
assembled to give performances in the Burgtheater. For the remainder of 
the decade, opera at the Burgtheater would mean Italian opera buffa. It 
was buffa rather than seria by the personal preference-and specific or-
der-of the Emperor. Whereas most European monarchs saw the opera as 
a manifestation of their personal glory and grandeur, and opera seria as a 
way of conveying their own excellence, Joseph simply found it "boring, 
unnatural, and above all [for this frugal monarch] expensive."3 
This did not mean, of course, that operairt German vanished from the 
city. German operas appeared from time to time at the second court 
theater, the Karntnertortheater, and regularly at a number of smaller 
theaters in or just outside Vienna. But the repertory of these theaters 
depended largely on the most popular Italian works, which were simply 
translated into German. So even if the language in the smaller theaters 
was German, the music was Italian. 
Beginning in April 1783, then, the repertory at the Burgtheater con-
sisted entirely of Italian opera buffa, performed by a company of singers 
recruited froin Italy. The newly appointed poet to the Italian theater was 
Lorenzo Da Ponte; the director of the company, Antonio Salieri. With 
such Italian appointees, it should be no surprise to find that the works of 
Italian composers were performed, to the substantial exclusion of operas 
by non-Italians. And despite Mozart's success with Die Entfiihrung, he was 
by no means among the leading composers ofItalian opera. 
Table 1 sets forth all opera buffa performances at the Burgtheater be-
tween 1783 and 1792, showing the total number of performances of all op-
eras by each composer. 4 These include both pieces commissioned for the 
Viennese theater-about one-third of the repertory-and works first per-
formed in other cities and later imported for the Viennese company. Any 
composer who had two or more operas performed is listed by name. It can 
be readily seen that Italians dominate the list; only four non-Italians (whose 
names are given with first initials) appear at all.5 The first of these, Vicente 
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Martin y Soler, was in essence identified with the Italian style, though he 
was a Spaniard. The other two non-Italians aside from Mozart were Stephen 
Storace, an Englishman of Italian descent, and Joseph Weigl, a young 
Viennese composer who was Salieri's student and later assistant music di-
rector at the Burgtheater. Storace's two opera commissions stemmed in 
large part from the prestige of his sister Nancy, who was the leading fe-
male singer of the opera company and a great favorite of the emperor and 
the public alike. Weigl naturally benefited from his association with Salieri 
as well as his father's position as a cellist in the Burgtheater orchestra. 
Table 1. Opera Performances in Vienna, 1783-92. 
Salieri 167 
v. Martin y Soler 140 
Cimarosa 127 
Guglielmi Xit&; ox )5w1W:w):..; 112 
Sarti 97 
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Giovanni Paisiello, at this time the leading European figure in Italian 
opera, was by a wide margin the most popular opera composer in Vienna. 
His dominance is even more impressive when we consider that he visited 
the city for less than a year and wrote only one opera, It Be Teodoro in 
Venezia (1784), for the Burgtheater-all the other Paisiello works per-
formed had been written for other cities. Salieri, who as the director of 
the court opera had considerable opportunity to promote his own works, 
is a distant second. Mozart certainly achieved respectable success, espe-
cially by the standards of other composers, but he was not in 
any way a dominant figure. In fact, he was considerably less successful 
than his so-called rival Salieri.6 
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Table 2, which shows the most popular operas at the Burgtheater along 
with their total number of performances, makes much the same point. 
The top five operas include two by Martin y Soler and two by Paisiello, 
along with Giuseppe Sarti's acclaimed Fra i due litiganti. Mozart, in turn, is 
represented by only one work, Le nozze di Figaro, and it was only a moder-
ate success. In fact, the table actually overstates the work's impact: when 
Figaro appeared in May 1786, it played just nine times before being put 
aside. It was rapidly forgotten, largely because of the overwhelming popu-
larity of Martin's Una cosa rara, which opened in November of that yeaL 
The remaining twenty-nine performances of Figaro came only later, when 
the opera was revived in 1789-91. 
Table 2. Most Popular Operas in Vienna, 1783-92. 
L'arbore di Diana (Mrt. y Soler) 65 
II barbiere di Siv. (PaisieUo) 
II Re Teodoro (Paisiello) 
Fra i due litiganti (Sarti) 
Una cosa rara (Martin y Soler) 
Axur, Re d'Ormus (SaIieri) 
Le nozze di Figaro (Mozart) 
La pastorelIa nob. (Guglielmi) 
La molinara (Paisiello) 
Gli sposi maIcontenti (Storace) 
o 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 
Number of Performances 
Mozart's two other mature opere buffe, Don Giovanni and COSt fan tufte, 
were still less successful in Vienna, at least during Mozart's own lifetime. 
Don Giovanni was commissioned by Pasquale Bondini, the impresario of 
the opera company in Prague, who hoped to recreate with a new opera 
the enormous success that Figaro had achieved in that city. Mter its Prague 
premiere in 1787 Don Giovanni was first performed at the Burgtheater in 
Vienna in May 1788; there it received a respectable total of fifteen perfor-
mances that season, but was then dropped from the repertory. With COSt 
fan tufte Mozart suffered a singular misfortune: the death of Joseph IK 
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closed the Viennese theaters for a two-month period of mourning only 
days after the opera's first performance in January 1790. That it had al-
ready been given five times in sixteen days suggested a strongly favorable 
audience reaction. But when the theaters re-opened, COSt was performed 
only five more times in the following season; then it, too, was put aside. 
None of,this suggests that Mozart was not recognized as a leading 
mu}'ical figure in Vienna; he did not live an obscure life there, unknown 
to the musical community. But his reputation rested more on his instru-
mental compositions and his performing skills. In March 1784 alone, for 
example, he played in nineteen concerts, according to a letter Mozart 
wrote to his father at the time.7 The popularity suggested by this large 
number may be confirmed by various newspaper and journal accounts, 
including this one from Cramer's Magazin der Musik, published in Ham-
burg, reporting on a performance held in Vienna in March 1783: 
To-night the famous Herr Chevalier Mozart held a musical concert in 
the National Theatre, at which pieces of his already highly admired 
composition were performed. The concert was honoured with an 
exceptionally large concourse, and the two new concertos and other 
fantasies which Herr M. played on the fortepiano were received with 
the loudest applause. Our Monarch Uoseph II], who, against his 
habit, attended the whole of the concert, as well as the entire audi-
ence, accorded him such unanimous applause as has never been 
heard of here.s 
The issue then is not Mozart's lack of recognition, but the area in 
which his fame lay. It is clear that his success as a pianist and as a com-
poser of instrumental music did not translate into opportunities to write 
operas for the court theater-especially given the Italian clique that domi-
nated the Burgtheater from 1783 on. At the very moment of the successful 
concert to which the above review refers, the Italian opera company was 
rehearsing for its first performances. Yet it was three full years before an 
opera buffa by Mozart-Le nozze di Figaro-was produced. It was the thirty-
opera put into production by the Italian company; operas by four-
teen other composers had already been heard before that of Mozart. 
This background is important for the insight it gives us into the musical 
relationship between Mozart's opere buffe and those of his contemporar-
ies-a relationship that is much closer than commonly supposed. Between 
his arrival in Vienna and the premiere of Figaro five years later, Mozart 
went to the opera constantly. He studied the works of his rivals, read 
librettos, looked at operatic scores from other cities, and in every way 
immersed himself in the currents of operatic style. When his chance came, 
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Mozart surely had in mind the aim of outdoing the Italians at their own 
game .. In February 1784, when he was at work on an opera buffa called 
L'oca del Cairo (which he subsequently abandoned), Mozart wrote a letter 
to his father that included the following striking sentence: "I guarantee 
that in all the operas which are to be performed until mine is finished, not 
a single idea will, resemble one of mine."9 These words could only have 
been written by someone who had been listening very carefully to what 
other composers were doing, and who saw himself in competition with 
them. 
Actually, Mozart's claim is exaggerated. There are many features of his 
operatic music that may be found as well in the operas of Salieri, Paisiello, 
Martin y Soler, and his other rivals. He employed many of the same con-
ventional melodic gestures, cadence figures, and accompaniments, the 
same comic styles for buffo characters (like Dr. Bartolo) and the same 
lyric approach for serious ones (like the Countess). Today, of course, the 
operas of Mozart's rivals are virtually never heard; if they were, it would be 
clear that much of what we think of as 'Mozartean' is actually the general 
operatic style of the period.10 
How far, then, do these similarities go? Was Mozart truly no different, 
no better than his contemporaries? Did he merely draw upon the same 
conventions in the same ways as the Italian composers with whom he had 
to compete? Obviously not. But the differences are more subtle than one 
might expect; they have to do with Mozart's ability to make more out of a 
conventional situation or number: to give it more dramatic realism, to 
find a particularly appropriate melody, to use the orchestra more inven-
tively. Today's audiences, and indeed audiences since the early days of the 
nineteenth century, value these traits far more than did those of Mozart's 
own time. And we therefore give him a place of honor among opera 
composers that he did not hold in his own time. For the most part, though, 
Mozart did not shatter the conventional boundaries of opera buffa. He 
worked within them, producing operas that were superior-to us at least-· 
because of his superior musical talents and a masterful dramatic sense. 
In short, to his contemporaries Mozart was no colossus overshadowing 
the musical landscape of Vienna. Nor, for that matter, was he a lonely 
genius, composing his operas in solitude and isolation. Because we no 
longer hear operas of his contemporaries, it is hard for modern audi-
ences to appreciate the close relationships between his operas and those 
of Paisiello, Martin y Soler, and others. But Mozart, for all his enormous 
talents, was very much a musician of his time, and a balanced 
of his operatic achievement can come only from an understanding of the 
common style he shared with his rivals. 
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1 As Mary Sue Morrow has written, the "absence of regular concert series and concert 
societies" in Vienna is particularly striking in comparison with the situation in many other 
cities. The Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde, for instance, was not established until 1812. Mor-
row, Concert Life in Haydn's Vzenna: Aspects of a Developing Musical and Social Institution (Stuyvesant: 
Pendragon Press, 1989), xv-xvii. 
2 For a list of over 40 first performances during Mozart's lifetime, see Thomas Bauman, 
W. A. Mozart: ''Die Entfiihrung aus dem Serail, " Cambridge Opera Handbooks (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 103-4. 
3 Daniel Heartz, Mozart's operas, ed. Thomas Bauman (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1990), 73. 
4 The performance'totals in Tables 1 and 2 are drawn from information in Otto Michtner, 
Das alte Burgtheater als Opernbiihne: von der Einjiihrung des deutschen Singspiels (1778) ms zum 
Tode Kaiser Leopolds II (1792) (Vienna: Hermann Biihlaus, 1970). In a paper entitled "Mozart 
Reception in Vienna, 1787-1791" (presented at the Mozart Bicentenary Conference of the 
Royal Musical Association,. London, August 1991; the Proceedings of the Conference are in 
press), Dexter Edge showed that a careful study of box-office receipts for each opera per-
formed at the Burgtheater-receipts which he has uncovered in the Viennese court ar-
chives-would provide a more precise gauge of the popularity of any given work. The gen-
eral standing of composers suggested by Table 1, however, is unlikely to be substantially 
altered . 
. 5 I have borrowed this method of indicating non-Italian composers from Michael F. 
Robinson, "Mozart and the Opera Buffa Tradition," in Tim Carter, W. A. Mozart: "Le nozze di 
Figaro, "Cambridge Opera Handbooks (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 12. 
6 It is difficult to assess the seriousness or importance to Mozart's career of this "rivalry," 
beyond dismissing once again as nonsense the 'claim that Salieri poisoned Mozart, a long-
discredited tale. Clearly Mozart and his family believed that Salieri and others sought to 
prevent Figaro from succeeding (see Leopold's letter of 28 April 1786), and there are other 
references in the family's correspondence to Salieri's intrigues. On the other hand, Salieri 
conducted a substantial amount of Mozart's music on a number of occasions when he would 
scarcely have needed to, had he not thought highly of it; these included the three corona-
tion ceremonies for Leopold II (Frankfurt, 1790 and Prague, 1791) and Francis II (Frank-
furt, 1792): see H. C. Robbins Landon, 1791: Mozart's Last Year (New York: Schirmer Books, 
1988), 103-4. The two composers remained cordial to the end of Mozart's life; in October, 
1791 Mozart took Salieri to a performance of Die Zauberfliite at which Salieri spoke graciously 
and approvingly of the music (Mozart's letter to Constanze, 14 October 1791). 
7 See the letter of 3 March 1784, in Mozart: Briefe und Aufteichnungen, ed. Wilhelm A. 
Bauer and Otto Erich Deutsch (New York: Barenreiter, 1963), 3:303-4. 
8 Quoted from Otto Erich Deutsch, Mozart: A Documentary Biography, trans. Eric Blom, 
Peter and Jeremy Noble (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1965), 215. 
9 10 February 1784; Bauer, 3:300-1. 
10 For a demonstration of this point as it applies to the buffa aria, see John Platoff, "The 
Buffa Aria in Mozart's Vienna," Cambridge Opera Journal 2 (1990): 99-120. The interested 
listener might also pursue the question by listening to the 1985 recording of Paisiello's n 
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